Abstract. Gaining access to resources can be measured in terms of the time spent with, or the number of visits to, a resource. For some resources, time spent with the resource might be more important, for others the number of visits might be more meaningful. By using traverses of shallow water, the costs of gaining access to food, shelter, a conspecific, increased space, a running wheel, deep sawdust, or enrichments (e.g. balls, a variety of small objects) were increased for laboratory mice. When 30 cm of water was present, the number of visits to each resource decreased to 39-64% of the number recorded when no water was present, but the proportion of time spent with each resource was defended. Increasing the width of water to 120 cm had no further effect on the number of visits or on the proportion of time spent with each resource: thus both the frequency of visits and the proportion of time with each resource were ultimately defended. Possible reasons for this change in behavioural organization, including the importance of patrolling, are discussed. The data support previous findings that laboratory mice are highly motivated to patrol areas made accessible to them, and suggest that care is needed when interpreting what animals perceive as reinforcement during visits to resources. Furthermore, it was shown that for laboratory mice under conditions that penalize initial access only, the time spent with a wide variety of resources was defended more diligently than the number of visits, but the number of visits was rarely allowed to decrease to zero.
At any given moment, animals might be motivated to gain access to several resources. If constraints are placed on visiting resources (e.g. limited time, limited energy, increased risk of injury), the animals must organize their behaviour to visit in a manner that accrues them the greatest benefit and/or the least cost. Understanding how animals organize such activities is necessary for both fundamental and applied studies of animal behaviour. In fundamental studies, how behaviour is organized and given priority has received much attention. However, despite many theoretical models (e.g. McFarland 1977; Hursh 1980; McNamara & Houston 1986; Stephens & Krebs 1986) , behavioural responses have been examined largely in the presence of only one or two resources (e.g. Bolles 1961; McFarland 1965; Roper 1975; Johnson & Cabanac 1982; Sherwin & Nicol 1995) . In applied studies, understanding how animals organize visits to resources allows us to improve welfare by designing environments to include those resources that the animals rank as 'important' or essential.
The importance of visiting areas of a complex environment, as perceived by an animal, can be assessed by determining the extent to which visits are made when the cost of these is increased. If visits are essential, they will prevail despite an increased cost, that is visits will be defended. If visits are unimportant, they will not be defended and will feature less prominently in the repertoire, or perhaps disappear (Wilson 1975; Houston & McFarland 1980; McFarland & Houston 1981; Dawkins 1988; McFarland 1993) . When visiting some resources, the length of time spent with the resource will be important; but, if the cost incurred whilst making a visit deters the animal 
